A postscript  by Robertson, Miranda
John was also noted for his
numerous contributions to the
discussion of general questions in
evolutionary biology, and for
providing an evolutionary
perspective on other areas of
biology, such as ecology and
development. He was a persistent
critic of group-selectionist
thinking and of the theory of
punctuated equilibrium. He
published fourteen books and
collections of papers on an
astonishing diversity of subjects,
as well as many lucid semi-
popular articles on biology. 
Numerous postgraduate
students, postdoctoral
researchers, sabbatical visitors
and junior colleagues at Sussex
were greatly influenced and
encouraged by him. John was an
entertaining conversationalist,
with a fund of amusing stories
about Haldane and other
prominent figures. His friends and
colleagues will remember him with
deep affection.
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Antonio Damasio is Van Allen
Professor of Neurology and Head
of the Department of Neurology
at The University of Iowa, and
Adjunct Professor at The Salk
Institute. He has worked on
critical problems in the
fundamental neuroscience of
mind and behavior, at the level of
large-scale systems in humans,
but his investigations have also
encompassed parkinsonism and
Alzheimer’s disease. His
contributions have had a major
influence on our understanding of
the neural basis of decision-
making, emotion, language and
memory. He is the author of
several books: Looking for
Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow, and the
Feeling Brain (2003); The Feeling
of What Happens: Body and
Emotion in the Making of
Consciousness (1999); and
Descartes’ Error: Emotion,
Reason, and the Human Brain
(1994).
Do you have a favorite
scientific paper? I have several,
but one does stand out for
personal reasons: Norman
Geschwind’s Disconnection
Syndromes in Animals and Man,
published in Brain in 1965. It is a
long two-part article which turns
out to be a peer-reviewed
monograph in disguise. (It is
difficult to imagine any journal
would publish it today). It dealt
with the relation between
functions such as language and
recognition, and the specialized
systems which support them,
based on human evidence from
neurological patients. At the time
it went further than any previous
effort in the attempt to explain the
neural mechanisms behind the
failures of such functions.
When I read Disconnection
Syndromes I already knew that I
would spend my life studying the
brain — the word neuroscience
was not yet in use — but the
paper changed my direction. I
probably would have become a
neurophysiologist, given that I
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Just discernible between the
lines of Brian Charlesworth’s
informative obituary of John
Maynard Smith is a grand old
enfant terrible in a tradition that
probably cannot be sustained in
the cultural climate of today’s
academic science. It is alleged
that as a visiting distinguished
professor in Chicago he once
danced out of a drunken party
with an unmentionable item of
underwear on his head; but I
wasn’t at the party and cannot
vouch for this. I do know that he
attributed the generous covering
of lichen on the little wall around
the paved area giving onto his
wonderful, loved and admired
garden in the Sussex Downs to
the many generations of
students and colleagues who
stumbled out during parties at
his house to pee on it —
because he told me so. 
This is not just a funny story:
an earthy sense of biological
reality was generally
characteristic and always
informed his approach to theory.
And other things. On his
recovery from surgery for colon
cancer, he remarked that “the
great moment is the first shit,
when you can be sure the
surgeon hasn’t joined the
duodenum up to the inferior
vena cava”. Anatomy was still a
serious subject for serious
biologists in John’s student
days, and J.Z. Young was
among the towering figures
alluded to above (though he
towered at Oxford not UCL).
Not a frightening man, he did
get memorably exasperated by
molecular biologists who
became intoxicated with the
power of new molecular
technology and launched on
rash evolutionary excursions
into territory with which they had
(arguably) insufficient familiarity.
I cannot remember whose
suggestion about evolutionary
bottlenecks was met with an
excoriating remark about the
connection between the necks
of bottles and the quality of the
argument; I can remember
apoplectic outbursts
occasioned by the idea of
molecular drive, which invoked
phenomena in the behaviour of
non-coding DNA to account for
the evolution of complex
structures such as eyes in what
seems to some an otherwise
unaccountably short time.
During an energetic exchange at
a conference on this notion,
some hapless participant asked
the warring parties how they
would distinguish an eye that
had evolved through molecular
drive from one that had evolved
through natural selection. 
“Oh I can tell you that,”
snapped John Maynard Smith,
glaring from behind the thick
lenses of his spectacles, “You
wouldn’t be able to SEE with the
eye that had evolved through
molecular drive.” 
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